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Male Homosexuality during the Third Reich: 
    Persecution through Gender Roles
- Like many Western nations in the early twentieth century, Germany had strict gender 
roles for men and women that were polarized still further by the Nazi party. Men were 
expected to be active in the public sphere, which included having responsibilities in politics, 
the military, and society. Women, on the other hand, were conned to the private sphere, which 
meant staying home and having children.
- Along with this division of genders came a fetish for violence and hyper- masculinity
like in many fascist states. Men were expected to be militaristic, dominant, and 
aggressive, and going to war was the symbol of manhood. Women were supposed to be 
passive, weak, and the ones dominated, and herein lied one of the main problems for male 
homosexuals. Research at the time proposed that homosexuals were the opposite gender
trapped in another body, meaning homosexual men were believed to be women trapped in 
men’s bodies, especially if they were the passive one in a sexual relationship. Other research
suggested that homosexuals belonged to a unique third sex, or were mentally ill people who
needed pity and help.
- In a society that fetishized masculinity and violence, being seen as an eeminate man, or a
weak man, was seen as failing to live up to the expectations of society, and therefore not having
             The Private Life in Nazi Germany
- Because Nazi Germany was a Fascist state, the concept of a private life did not exist - everything a person did was supposed to be to the benet of the nation. In this
mindset, something like a sex life was supposed to serve the future of the nation, and homosexuality became a socio-political matter. One of the duties of a responsible
German citizen was to have Aryan children to advance and serve the nation in later years. Because they were believed to be incapable of reproduction and unlikely to marry,
homosexual men were seen as traitors to Germany because they would fail to produce these children. Lesbians were not targeted because they were believed to still be 
capable of intercourse. It was also thought to be a problem for a similar, but slightly dierent reason: Germany had lost 2 million men in World War I, and every man was 
expected to raise a family to replace these losses and provide more soldiers for the army. If homosexual men did not marry and have children to replenish these ranks, 
they were failing to help Germany recover their losses. 
       Conclusion and Thesis
All of these factors led to the persecution of male homosexuals by Nazi Germany because they
did not t stablished gender roles, were seen as traitors to the country for not reproducing, and were also 
seen as people to despise for embodying the weakness and passivity of a woman in a man’t body. This view
of these men was not unique to Nazi Germany, and was built on social precedent and polarized gender
roles, which also explained why lesbianism was never made illegal.
Many people refused to come forward about their experiences because of the stigma attached to being
homosexual for the majority of the twentieth century, especially in the period following WWII. However,
although few resources and memoirs remain, it is still important that the experiences of these men be told
because they too were victims of the discrimination and mass murder of the Nazi party. Nobody should be
forgotten in the narrative of the Holocaust.
     History of Persecution in Germany
- Sexual activity between men  was punishable for a long time in Germany, and men who were 
arrested and found guilty could be burned at the stakeuntil 1794. Nazi documents and quotes 
from leaders like Heinrich Himmleralso made mention of these men being drowned in swamps.
- The original Paragraph 175, which  forbade homosexual activity between men was taken from 
the Prussian Penal Code and put into German law on May 15th, 1871 during the Second Reich.
- Although there was an era of respite under the Weimar Republic,  1919-1933,  where the 
homosexual culture of men and women ourished andmovements tried to have Paragraph 175
removed from the penal code,they did not succeed. This period of prosperity ended when the 
Nazi Party gained power in 1933.
- The Paragraph was edited on June 28th, 1935 so the punishments were strengthened to 
include longer jail sentences and the denition of homosexuality was changed to include 
‘criminal homosexuality.’
- By 1938, punishable acts of homosexuality included “abstract coitus” and“lewd glances,” which 
meant thinking about it or checking another man out.
- Although denitions and punishments varied, the institutions of the Third Reich all followed 
the denition of homosexuality as criminal. On November 15th, 1941, Adolf Hitler made 
homosexuality among members of the Gestapo punishable with the death penalty.
      Denition of Activity
- The original text of Paragraph 175 was extremely vague about what acts were illegal and only 
mentioned jail time as punishment. In Nazi Germany, the denition of illegal homosexuality 
included things considered ‘criminal homosexuality,’ which were forcing other men to participate
in such acts, the use of prostitutes, abusing one’s position to obtain a lover, and ‘seducing’ a man 
under 21 years of age. Although some of these tenets sound reasonable, there was a problem 
because these regulations were frequently abused by the legal system - male homosexuality 
was seen as damaging and dangerous, and they were seen as pernicious persons who were 
causing the degredation of society. Therefore, confessions and prosecutions were usually 
twisted to t one of these regulations.
- However, younger men were usually not punished to the extent of older ones if they were 
under 21. Instead, they were typically given lighter prison sentences and then rehabilated.
- As the Third Reich gained more power into the late 1930s and early 1940s, though, the 
government became less exible and more ferocious in their persecution. Government 
institutions like the Gestapo, the Luftwae, and bureaucratic positions all banned homosexuality
and wanted members removed or killed. When the concentration camps developed, 
homosexual men were sent as prisoners and forced to wear the pink triangle, shown in the 
backdrop. If the triangle had a bar above it, it meant they were a repeat oender. This triangle 
put them at the bottom of the camp hierarchy, meaning they got some of the worst treatment 
and were typically abused by the guards, sta, and even other inmates.
- Both of the black and white photographs alongside the pink triangle are from Sachsenhausen, 
a concentration camp in Oranienburg, Germany. The one in the triangle is a guide to the 
concentration camp hierarchy and what each of the symbols meant.
     Gender Roles in Germany
     
a place in it. Nazi Germany experimented with and heavily used eugenics, the
pseudo-science that believed the weaker members of society should be weeded out so 
the strong remained. By failing to conform to these standards, homosexual men were seen
as a threat to the nation.
- Meanwhile, lesbianism was never outlawed because it was never seen as a threat or even
taken seriously because of these gender roles. Women were believed to always be capable
of reproduction, and lesbianism was seen as a temporary endeavour because, at the time, 
it was believed all women clearly wanted children and would return to men to do so. This 
did not stop the Nazi party from informally arresting lesbians and having them sent to 
concentration camps with black - asocial - or red - political - triangles.
     Research Methods and References
- For this project, I listened to several oral histories from male and female survivors. I also 
looked at primary source documents including government documents, speeches given 
by political gures including Hitler, and secondary sources like books and academic 
journal articles. All of the primary sources were translated from German to English by other
people, though I cross-referenced translations when available.
- One of the main problems I encountered was in nding testimonies because very few men and 
women were willing to come forward with their stories. Doing so after the Holocaust meant admitting
they were homosexual at a time when homosexuality was still considered wrong, and many people
were prejudiced against it. Unfortunately, this means many histories were never told.
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- 10,000-15,000 male homosexuals were sent to concentration 
camps like Sachsenhausen. Over two-thirds of those sent died 
there. Although some Nazi gures talked about rehabilitation,
accusations of homosexuality were used to eliminate political 
opponents and intimidate others. Even Ernst Roehm, Hitler’s 
‘friend,’ leader of the SA militia, and openly homosexual man, 
was not safe on the Night of Long Knives (July 3rd, 1934).
